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Meals are important in the memory of the people of Israel.  Both the New Testament and 

the Old Testament, the Gospels and the Torah are filled with significant feasts and memorable 
morsels.  Today we begin in the Old Testament - the Hebrew Scriptures.  A meal that is 
remembered, and has something significant to say to us today.   
 

Let me place today’s meal in context first by recalling a meal that comes first, and a meal 
that is thought of in anticipation.  The meal that came before this one was the Passover meal.  A 
meal meant to recall the painful days of slavery.  A meal meant to fill the miles with tastes and 
memories and to trigger stories.  Of bread not allowed to rise because the people had to flee in 
the middle of the night.  “Remember that we were once slaves in Egypt,” the Bible reminds us 
over and over.  We are not to be the oppressors, having witnessed the pain and horrors of being 
oppressed in slavery.  And so the Passover meal, with the unleavened bread meant to recall the 
escape of our ancestors, and the taste of horseradish to give a taste, a sensory reminder of the 
horrors of slavery. 

 
The meal that is anticipated is of the Promised Land, a land that is longed for, a land that 

is dreamed about, a land for which the refrain goes something like this in their imaginations.  It 
will be “a land flowing with milk and honey.”  A land in which the people will one day settle, 
and farm and have crops and livestock and olives and figs and grapes.  A land of plenty. 

 
This meal comes in the middle.  Between the Exodus and the Promised Land.  That long-

in between time.  The wilderness.  The people are wandering, and tired, and it feels like they will 
never ever get there.  And some will not.  They were in the wilderness a long time, the Scriptures 
tell us.  Forty is one of those numbers the scriptures uses, kind of like we might say this is going 
to take a million years.  Forty years of wandering.  And it is grueling.  Like the car rides of old 
before every kid was given their own device to watch screen time, they kept asking, "Are we 
there yet?" and every time the answer was "Not yet." 

 
Out in the wilderness they are on the edge of subsistence.  Last week Eddie Wu told 

about growing up with a diet of frozen pizzas and Chef Boyardee cans.  In the wilderness, the 
pickings were slim.  The story begins today with the people complaining, "Why did you lead us 
out of Egypt only to kill us all with hunger?"  (Ex 16:3, a paraphrase). 

 
And then God provides manna from heaven.  A fine, flaky substance, and quails at 

twilight.  As a vegetarian, I tend to focus not on the birds.  But in the theological language of the 
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church, and especially in hymns, we don't hear too much language about the quails.  But manna 
from heaven figures prominently. 

 
“All who hunger, gather gladly, holy manna is our bread.  Come from wilderness and 

wandering, here in truth, we will be fed.”  Words from our opening hymn (All Who Hunger, 
Gather Gladly).  And we will leave this morning with the echoes of words from the closing hymn 
in our ears.  “God be with you till we meet again; unseen wings protecting hide you, daily manna 
still provide you.” 

 
This story of God providing manna – enough food – each day – for the people on a long 

perilous journey is Central to our hymns, central to our communion liturgy, central to faith. 
 
Every day, as much as was needed.  Enough for everyone.  "Gather as much of it as each 

of you needs," Moses relays the instructions to the people.  And it worked.  Each tent sent 
someone out to collect the manna, and each person had enough to eat.  And it gave them strength 
as they wandered through the desert wilderness. 

 
But the people would grow a bit tired of it.  Manna every day.  Same old stuff.  A lot of 

nutritious value, but low on the variety.  Gary Larson, the author of The FarSide cartoons, once 
drew an image of snakes sitting at a dinner table.  From their clothes and their heights, it was 
clear that there were two parents and two kids.  And one of the kids looks at his plate and says, 
"Oh brother . . . hamsters again."  And we can imagine that while it was nutritious and provided 
every day, it became a bit tiresome, this bread from heaven. 

 
Three lessons for today.  Sometimes we want to wish away the wilderness parts of life.  

And even there, when it feels most desolate, God is providing.  It may not come in a form that 
we can quickly recognize.  I love that the word manna means, literally, "what is it?" in Hebrew.  
And so when we come to wilderness periods in our own lives - and for many of us it can feel that 
way suddenly with news that might be intensely personal, or public - we might remember to 
keep our eyes and ears open for ways that God might be trying to offer sustenance and hope.  
Manna from heaven when we least expect it.  That is the first lesson for us today, that God 
provided manna in the wilderness then, and God is still providing surprising nourishment for us 
in our wilderness times. 

 
Something to consider as we listen to this story today - as we listen on this week, in the 

summer of 2018.  Let me ask you this - which characters are we supposed to be like in this story?  
Always a good question to consider as we read and study the Bible.  The Parable of the Prodigal 
Son is a great example.  Are we like the young brother who has run away, done stupid things, 
and now is in need of a warm room and some food and most of all, forgiveness?  Are we like the 
older brother who feels like we have done nothing too terribly wrong ourselves and wondering 
just how we can be related to people who do stupid things?  Are we like the parent who comes 
rushing out to welcome the prodigal home?  But that is a different story.  As we read about the 
manna, who are we supposed to be like?   

 
It's meant to be the story of us as a people, and if that is the case, we are wandering out in 

a desert, trying to get to a new land, a land of promise, a land for which we are longing.  We are 
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aliens.  People fleeing oppression.  People seeking new beginnings and asylum in a different 
land.  Remember that as you listen to the news this week about children being separated from 
their parents at the borders of the United States.  The second lesson for today is to remember, as 
the Bible tells us, that we were once slaves in Egypt.  Remember that we once wandered in the 
wilderness.  Remember that we too once longed for acceptance and a new beginning in the 
Promised Land.   

 
A third lesson is about knowing when enough is enough.  As I said earlier in this series 

on meals in the Bible I said that there is an ongoing tension between scarcity and abundance in 
the biblical stories about meals.  A consistent theology that says there is an abundance of food, of 
beauty, of grace, of goodness that comes up against the human dynamics of a fear that things will 
run out.  That there will not be enough.  That we must hoard or save up or rush in and get what 
we need and never mind all the others around us.   

 
With this manna from heaven, the people have to live in the mindset of abundance 

instead of fearfully assuming scarcity.  They are warned in advance just to get enough for that 
day.  But some don't trust that what they will need will be there the next day, so they collect 
extra.  But the BIble is both specific and gross about what happened.  It bred worms and became 
foul.  The lesson is clear in this story that God provides, enough for all, and there is no need to 
horde beyond what is needed. 

 
Jesus picked up on this theme of manna in the wilderness in words we hear during the 

communion liturgy. 
 
Communion - a practice of coming together.  Being joined together.  Streaming toward 

the table and toward the goodness of God.  Seeing others in a new light.  Coming forward with 
open arms and a genuine humanity.  Strangers on a journey, seeking sustenance together.  May it 
be so.  Amen. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 


